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Teachers, and their professional learning and development, have been identified as
playing an integral role in enabling children and young people’s right to comprehensive
sexuality education (CSE). The provision of sexuality education (SE) during initial
teacher education (ITE) is upheld internationally, as playing a crucial role in relation to
the implementation and quality of school-based SE. This systematic review reports
on empirical studies published in English from 1990 to 2019. In accordance with
the PRISMA guidelines, five databases were searched: ERIC, Education Research
Complete, PsycINFO, Web of Science and MEDLINE. From a possible 1,153 titles and
abstracts identified, 15 papers were selected for review. Results revealed that research
on SE during ITE is limited and minimal research has focused on student teachers’
attitudes on SE. Findings indicate that SE provision received is varied and not reflective
of comprehensive SE. Recommendations highlight the need for robust research to
inform quality teacher professional development practices to support teachers to
develop the knowledge, attitudes and skills necessary to teach comprehensive SE.
Keywords: systematic review, sexuality education, student teacher, initial teacher education, comprehensive
sexuality education, sex education

INTRODUCTION
Sexuality Education
Our understanding of sexuality education is ever evolving, and differences exist in the terminology,
definitions and criteria employed across various international documentation relating to SE (cf.
Iyer and Aggleton, 2015; European Expert Group on Sexuality Education, 2016). While the term
comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) has, in the last decade or so, come to be widely employed
(WHO Regional Office for Europe and BZgA, 2017; United Nations Educational Scientific and
Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 2018), given its more recent common usage, for the purpose of
this paper, sexuality education (SE) is the broader term employed.
An international qualitative review of studies which report on the views of students and
experts/professionals working in the field of SE (Pound et al., 2017) provides recommendations
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education is emphasized to better support teacher educators in
their work with student teachers (Swennen and White, 2020).
Quality ITE provides a strong foundation for teachers’
delivery of comprehensive SE and the creation of safe and
supportive school climates. Research has found that teacher
professional development in SE is a significant factor associated
with the subsequent implementation of school-based SE (Ketting
and Ivanova, 2018). A recent Ecuadorian study reported that
student teachers held a relatively high level of confidence
in terms of their perceived ability to implement SE and to
address specific CSE topics. Furthermore, favourable attitudes
toward CSE, strong self-efficacy beliefs to implement CSE, and
increased confidence in the ability to implement CSE were
significantly associated with positive intentions to teach CSE
in the future. Insufficient mastery of CSE topics, however,
may temper student teachers’ intentions to teach CSE (Castillo
Nuñez et al., 2019). Internationally, research suggests there is
inconsistency in the provision of SE in ITE and that access to
professional development in SE in ITE, and after qualification,
needs substantial development (United Nations Educational
Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 2009, 2018;
Ketting et al., 2018; O’Brien et al., 2020).
Research is thus warranted to explore aspects at the
institutional, programmatic and student-teacher level at ITE
to address issues regarding the provision, and barriers to SE
provision during ITE. Contemporaneous to the current review,
O’Brien et al. (2020) undertook a systematic review of teacher
training organizations and their preparation of student teachers
to teach CSE. They found that teacher training organizations
are often strongly guided by national policies and their school
curricula, as opposed to international guidelines. They also
found that teachers are often inadequately prepared to teach
CSE and that CSE provision during ITE is associated with
greater self-efficacy and intent to teach CSE in schools. The
importance of ITE with regards to the provision of SE cannot be
underestimated. Teachers are in an optimal position to provide
age-appropriate, comprehensive and developmentally relevant
SE to all children and young people.
The current systematic review will assess the provision of SE
to student teachers in ITE and how this relates to the relevant
knowledge, attitudes and skills required of sexuality educators as
proposed by the international guidelines produced by the WHO
Regional Office for Europe and BZgA (2017). The WHO Regional
Office for Europe and BZgA (2017) Training Matters: Framework
of core competencies for sexuality educators adopts a holistic
definition of core competencies, espousing an understanding of
teacher competencies as “. . .overarching complex action systems”
and as multi-dimensional, made up of three components:
attitudes, skills and knowledge (WHO Regional Office for Europe
and BZgA, 2017, p. 20). This framework outlines a set of
general competencies, together with more specific attitudes, skills
and knowledge competencies for sexuality educators. Attitudes,
which may be explicit or implicit, are understood as a factor
pertaining to the influencing and guiding of personal behaviour.
Skills are understood in terms of the abilities educators can
acquire which enables them to provide high-quality education.
While knowledge is understood as professional knowledge

for effective SE provision. According to that review, effective
SE provision should include: The adoption of a “sex positive,”
culturally sensitive approach; education that reflects sexual and
relationship diversity and challenges inequality and gender
stereotyping; content on topics including consent, sexting,
cyberbullying, online safety, sexual exploitation, and sexual
coercion; a “whole-school” approach and provide content on
life skills; non-judgmental content on contraception, safer
sex, pregnancy and abortion; discussion on relationships and
emotions; consideration of potentially risky sexual practices
and not over-emphasize risk at the expense of positive and
pleasurable aspects of sex; and the production of a curriculum
in collaboration with young people. Similarly, Goldfarb and
Lieberman’s (2021) systematic review provides support for
the adoption of comprehensive SE that is positive, affirming,
inclusive, begins early in life, is scaffolded and takes place over
an extended period of time.

Teachers as Sexuality Educators
While there are a variety of sources from which students
access information for SE, and diversity in respect of students
expressed preferences with regards to SE sources (Turnbull
et al., 2010; Donaldson et al., 2013; Pound et al., 2016),
the formal education system remains a significant site for
universal, comprehensive, age-appropriate, effective SE. Teachers
are particularly well-positioned to provide comprehensive SE
and create a climate of trust and respect within the school
(World Health Organisation [WHO]/Regional Office for Europe
& Federal Centre for Health Education BZgA, 2010, 2017;
Bourke et al., 2022). Qualities of the teacher and classroom
environment are associated with increased knowledge of health
education, including SE, for students. Murray et al. (2019)
found that the teacher being certified to teach health education,
having a dedicated classroom, and having attended professional
development training were associated with greater student
knowledge of this subject. Inadequate training, embarrassment
and an inability to discuss SE topics in a non-judgmental way
have been cited as explanations provided by students as to why
they would not consider teachers suitable or desirable to teach SE
(Pound et al., 2017).
Walker et al. (2021) in their systematic review of qualitative
research on teachers’ perspectives on sexuality and reproductive
health (SRH) education in primary and secondary schools,
reported that adequate training (pre-service and in-service) was
a facilitator that positively impacted on teachers’ confidence to
provide school-based SRH education. These findings highlight
the importance of quality teacher professional development,
commencing with initial teacher education (ITE), for the
provision of comprehensive SE. Consequently, ITE has
increasingly been proposed as key in addressing the global,
societal challenge of ensuring the provision of high-quality SE.

Initial Teacher Education
Teacher education provides substantial affordances to respond
to the opportunities and challenges presented in the area
of SE (WHO Regional Office for Europe and BZgA, 2017).
Furthermore, a research-informed understanding of teacher
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(pedagogical knowledge, content knowledge and pedagogical
subject knowledge) in all relevant areas required to deliver highquality education. Overall, the framework endorses a holistic
and multi-dimensional approach which focuses on sexuality
educators and the inter-related competencies, in relation to the
knowledge, attitudes, and skills that they should have, or need to
develop to become effective teachers of SE.

Screening and Study Selection
Reviewers’ selected keywords from two domains, namely ITE and
SE as outlined in Table 2, for the searches. Search terms for
each domain were combined using the Boolean search function
“AND.”
Where possible, limits were applied to include articles from
peer reviewed journals as outlined in Table 3.
In accordance with Boland et al. (2017), a pilot screening of a
sample of titles and abstracts were completed by two reviewers to
assess the inclusion and exclusion criteria. All titles and abstracts
were then screened using Abstrackr software (Abstrackr, 2010,
accessed 2019; Wallace et al., 2010). A selection of abstracts were
then cross checked by two reviewers. The final selection involved
a three reviewer process. Duplicates and references which did not
meet the eligibility criteria were removed at this stage. Full text
papers of the remaining articles were obtained, where possible.
All three reviewers blindly screened the texts of the remaining
articles. Consensus was reached that 15 articles met the criteria
for this review. Two experts in the field of SE reviewed the list
of 15 articles to ensure there were no outstanding papers for
consideration within the parameters of the review. No additional
papers were identified.

Aims and Objectives
The current study aimed to systematically review existing
empirical evidence on the provision of SE for student teachers
in the context of ITE.
The objectives were:
• To review the existing peer-reviewed, published literature
on SE provision during ITE.
• To synthesize the research on SE provision at ITE
institutional/programmatic level.
• To synthesize the research on individual level student
teachers’ knowledge, attitudes, and skills in relation to SE
during ITE.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Data Collection Process

The systematic review was completed in accordance with
PRISMA guidelines (Liberati et al., 2009). A descriptive summary
and categorization of the data is reported (Khangura et al., 2012).

A data extraction template was devised in accordance with
Boland et al.’s (2017) recommendations. Information was
collected on each study regarding: participant characteristics
(data on participant gender, age, programme and institution
of study, ethnicity, socio-economic status and religion were
extracted, where provided); whether the studies examined
programmatic input and if so the duration/extent of input;
theoretical and conceptualization of SE within the programme;
topics covered; whether this was a compulsory or elective
programme; and whether the study addressed the WHOBZgA competencies of knowledge, attitudes and skills of
student teachers during ITE (WHO Regional Office for Europe
and BZgA, 2017). One lead author was contacted for the
purpose of data collection and provided further information
regarding their study.

Eligibility Criteria
Articles were included in the review subject to adherence to
specific inclusion criteria. An overview of inclusion criteria is
outlined in Table 1.

Information Sources
A three-reviewer process was employed. Searches were
conducted in August 2019 on five databases selected for
their ability to provide a focused search within the disciplines of
education (ERIC and Education Research Complete), psychology
(PsycINFO), and multi-disciplinary research in the disciplines of
health/public health (Web of Science and MEDLINE).

Synthesis of Results

TABLE 1 | Screening and selection tool.

A qualitative synthesis was conducted; the purpose of which
was to provide an overview of the evidence identified regarding
research on the provision of SE in the ITE context. The findings
of the reviewed studies were synthesized following consideration
of the key learnings and recommendations from the studies and
consideration of the WHO Regional Office for Europe and BZgA
(2017) competencies of knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary
for the provision of SE at ITE. The WHO Regional Office for
Europe and BZgA (2017) framework was selected to support the
categorization and analysis of findings as it was developed by
global experts in the field and is thus, an international standard
for SE. While there are limitations to the use of this framework,
it offered the ability to categorize and analyze findings through a
multi- dimensional lens of knowledge, attitudes, and skills.

Inclusion criteria
Population

Student teachers.

Context

Refers to sex/sexuality education/relationships and sex
education/sex and relationships education/sexual
health. The focus of the study was on the ITE context,
either at the institutional/programmatic level and/or
individual student teacher level.

Input

Refers to student teacher
education/programmes/courses/modules/teaching
strategies, etc., regarding SE.

Type of article

Empirical research/data collected. Published
post-1990, in English language peer-reviewed journals.

Types of analysis
included

Qualitative, quantitative, documentary analysis, mixed
methods.
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TABLE 2 | Overview of Systematic Review search terms.
Search domain
Search 1

“Initial teacher education” OR “Initial teacher training” OR “Teacher professional development” OR “Teacher education” OR “Teacher training” OR
“Pre-service teacher education” OR “Pre-service teacher training” OR “In-service teacher education” OR “In-service teacher training” OR “In- service
training of teachers” OR “Continuing teacher education” OR “Continuing teacher training” OR “Teacher professional education” OR “Teaching
profession” OR “Professional education” OR “student teacher” OR “Sex educator” OR “Experienced teacher” OR “Trainee teacher” OR “Teacher
preparation” OR “Teacher educator” OR “Teacher” OR “Educator”

Search 2

“Sexuality Education” OR “Sex education” OR “Sexual health education” OR “Comprehensive SE” OR “Sexual education” OR “Sex-related education”
OR “Holistic sex education” OR “Inclusive sex education”

TABLE 3 | Overview of database searches and limits applied.
Database:

Limits applied: Journals/scholarly articles journals

Articles

Peer reviewed

Number of articles retrieved Date accessed

ERIC

X

Option unavailable

X

433

15/8/19

Education research

X

Option unavailable

X

427

15/8/19

Complete
MEDLINE

X

Option unavailable

X

58

15/8/19

PsycINFO

X

Option unavailable

X

485

15/8/19

Option unavailable

X

Option unavailable

202

15/8/19

Web of science

Quality Appraisal

Study Characteristics

The Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Pluye et al.,
2009; Hong et al., 2018) was used to appraise the quality
of papers by two reviewers. This tool has been found to be
reliable for the appraisal of qualitative, quantitative and mixed
methods studies (Pace et al., 2012; Taylor and Hignett, 2014)
and has been successfully used in previous systematic reviews
(e.g., McNicholl et al., 2019). For each paper, the appropriate
study design was selected (i.e., 1. Qualitative, 2. Quantitative
randomized controlled trials, 3. Quantitative non-randomized, 4.
Quantitative descriptive, and 5. Mixed methods). Next, the paper
was assessed using the checklist associated with the study design
(see Appendix A for overview of checklist). For example, if the
study was categorized as 4. Quantitative descriptive, the study
was assessed against the five criteria (4.1–4.5) associated with this
study design. An example of a question on the checklist includes
“Are the measurements appropriate?” criteria were reported as
“met,” “not met,” “cannot tell if criteria were met” or “criteria
not applicable.” The results of the quality appraisal are presented
in Table 4. The same numbering as the methodological quality
criteria of Hong et al.’s (2018) study was used.

Six qualitative, five quantitative, and four mixed methods studies
were reviewed. Where information was available, the research
studies were identified as having been conducted predominantly
in Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. The studies were
published between 1996 and 2016. Data was most frequently
collected from one source; student teachers (n = 10) and
teacher educators/course providers (n = 3). One study collected
data from both student teachers and teacher educators/course
providers (Johnson, 2014). The samples size of studies varied
from three to 478 participants but were generally small (eight
of the studies had fewer than 90 participants: Vavrus, 2009;
Carman et al., 2011; Goldman and Coleman, 2013; Johnson, 2014;
Harrison and Ollis, 2015; Brown, 2016; MacEntee, 2016; Ollis,
2016).
Seven studies assessed SE educational inputs at ITE, and
three conducted content analysis of content covered on SE
educational input at ITE. As the studies were predominantly
descriptive and explorative in design, specific outcome variables
were often neither defined nor addressed. Educational input
studies were classified as examples of research which assessed a
particular course, module, or lecture on SE at ITE. With regards
to theoretical approaches that may have informed the educational
input studies reviewed, three did not report a specific theoretical
approach (Sinkinson, 2009; Gursimsek, 2010; MacEntee, 2016),
and the remaining four reported that a critical approach was
adopted (Vavrus, 2009; Harrison and Ollis, 2015; Brown, 2016;
Ollis, 2016). An overview of study characteristics are presented in
Table 5.

RESULTS
Study Selection
Fifteen articles reporting on thirteen empirical studies were
included in the review (see Figure 1). Harrison and Ollis (2015)
and Ollis (2016) articles are derived from the same dataset,
as are Sinkinson and Hughes (2008) and Sinkinson (2009)
articles. Given, however, that these articles refer to unique
aspects of the particular studies, they have been described and
discussed as separate studies in this review. An overview of
the process of screening and study selection is outlined in
Figure 1.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

Quality Appraisal Results
An overview of the results of the MMAT are presented in
Table 4. All the papers in the review were empirical studies and
therefore could be appraised using the MMAT. Predominantly
the studies reviewed employed the use of qualitative methods,
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TABLE 4 | MMAT quality appraisal.*
Study design

Criteria met

Criteria not met

1.1, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5

1.2

Cannot tell if criteria
were met

Criteria not
applicable

3.5

1. Qualitative
Harrison and Ollis (2015)
Johnson (2014)
Ollis (2016)

1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5
1.2, 1.3, 1.4

Vavrus (2009)

1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5

MacEntee (2016)

1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5

Brown (2016)

1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5

2. Quantitative randomized controlled trials

1.1, 1.5

NA

3. Quantitative non-randomized
Gursimsek (2010)

3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.5

3.4

4. Quantitative descriptive
May and Kundert (1996)
Rodriguez et al. (1997)
McKay and Barrett (1999)
Carman et al. (2001)

4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5
4.1, 4.2, 4.4, 4.5

4.3

4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5
4.1, 4.2, 4.5

4.3, 4.4

Sinkinson and Hughes (2008)

1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5. 4.1,
4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 5.1, 5.2,
5.3, 5.5

5.4

Goldman and Grimbeek (2016)

1.1, 1.4, 1.5, 3.1, 3.3, 5.2,
5.3

1.2, 1.3, 3.2, 3.4, 5.1, 5.4,
5.5

Sinkinson (2009)

1.2, 1.4, 1.5, 4.1, 4.2, 4.4,
5.2, 5.3, 5.5

1.1, 1.3, 4.3, 4.5, 5.1, 5.4

Goldman and Coleman (2013)

1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.5, 4.1, 4.4,
4.5, 5.2, 5.3

5. Mixed methods

4.2

1.4, 4.3, 5.1, 5.4, 5.5

*A comprehensive breakdown of the full list of criteria is available from Hong et al. (2018).

interaction of these aspects of student teachers’ development was
informative in terms of structuring the findings.
The research studies reviewed predominantly focused on
examining a particular educational input on SE during ITE
(Sinkinson, 2009; Vavrus, 2009; Gursimsek, 2010; Harrison and
Ollis, 2015; Brown, 2016; MacEntee, 2016; Ollis, 2016) or
investigating the SE content covered during ITE (Rodriguez et al.,
1997; McKay and Barrett, 1999; Carman et al., 2011). Fewer
of the reviewed studies focused on student teachers’ skills to
teach SE (e.g., Sinkinson, 2009; Vavrus, 2009; Harrison and Ollis,
2015; Goldman and Grimbeek, 2016; MacEntee, 2016) or student
teachers’ attitudes regarding SE (e.g., Sinkinson and Hughes,
2008; Sinkinson, 2009; Vavrus, 2009; Gursimsek, 2010; Johnson,
2014; Brown, 2016). The findings of the studies were synthesized
and categorized in relation to institutional/programmatic level
or individual student teacher level. Findings which reflected
responses and perceptions of student teachers were categorized
as individual student teacher level. Institutional/Programme level
related to studies assessing particular modules or comparing
course content across programmes, and institutional level studies
were categorized as studies where data was collected from
multiple institutions. Individual student teacher level findings
were reported in relation to the knowledge, attitudes, and
skills competency areas required of sexuality educators. These
competency domains, however, are not discrete entities or
mutually exclusive. In taking a systemic approach, it is, therefore,

and of the mixed methods studies there was often an emphasis
on the qualitative data. Generally, the quality of the mixed
methods studies was varied with only a minority of these
studies providing a rationale for the use of mixed methods
and reporting on divergences between the qualitative and
quantitative findings.
The rigour and quality of the qualitative research was also
varied. An explicit statement of the epistemological stance
adopted and detail of the analytical process were reported in a
minority of studies. With regards to educational input studies,
data was often collected only after the educational input was
completed and thus behavioral change as a result of engagement
in the educational input could not be ascertained (e.g., Harrison
and Ollis, 2015; MacEntee, 2016; Ollis, 2016). Only one study
employed a quasi-experimental design (Gursimsek, 2010), and
in this case a purposive sample of student teachers who did
not complete the SE course was selected as the control group.
Within the remaining 14 studies there were no control groups,
randomization, or concealment.

Synthesis of Results
Findings are reported in relation to (a) institutional/programme
level and (b) individual student teacher level aligned with
the World Health Organisation (WHO Regional Office for
Europe and BZgA, 2017) Training Matters: Framework of Core
Competencies for Sexuality Educators. An awareness of the
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1605 citations identified through electronic
searches of databases

Titles and abstracts of 1153 citations
screened

of the courses they reviewed listed a maximum of three SE topic
areas. The top three SE topics reported in terms of coverage
were human development, relationships, and society and culture.
Somewhat consistently, McKay and Barrett (1999) found that
the topics least emphasized on courses were masturbation,
sexual orientation, human sexual response, and methods of
sexually transmitted disease prevention. Johnson (2014) sought
to examine coverage of, what they defined as, “lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transsexual and intersexual (LGBTI)” (p. 1249) issues
on ITE courses and reported that of the three ITE institutions
examined, none specifically reference LGBTI issues. Finally,
one study reported that the provision of SE was found to be
contingent on the interest and expertise of the university teacher
educators (Carman et al., 2011). Collectively, these findings bring
to light the variance in mandatory and/or elective SE provision
during ITE, as well as the diverse content covered and the role of
teacher educators on its provision.

452 articles removed as
duplicates

1119 articles removed as
they did not meet
inclusion criteria
19 articles excluded (6

Full text of 34 articles were assessed for

position papers, 2 module

inclusion

descriptors/lesson plans,
5 data from in-service
teachers only, 5 the focus
was not on ITE context
and 1 did not relate to

Individual Student Teacher Level Findings
Factors Associated With Student Teachers’ Attitudes
Regarding Sexuality Education Topics

teaching SE).
15 articles retained

Screening of the
reference list of the final

Gender, geographical location, religious beliefs, and family
background were identified as factors associated with student
teachers’ attitudes regarding SE (Sinkinson and Hughes, 2008;
Gursimsek, 2010; Johnson, 2014). Attending a SE course may
have positive implications for student teachers’ attitudes as
Gursimsek (2010) found that students who had not attended
the SE course reported more conservative and prejudiced views
toward sexuality than those who had attended the SE course.
Given that this was an elective course, however, it is important to
consider self-selection bias regarding those who may have opted
to take the course.
Student teachers in Johnson’s (2014) study reported that,
through engagement in educational inputs which discussed
sexuality issues in an open and inclusive way, greater awareness
of student teachers’ own and others’ biases was developed.
So, too, was knowledge to better understand sexuality issues.
Student teachers did, however, acknowledge difficulty integrating
these new learnings with their family backgrounds, and belief
systems. MacEntee’s (2016) study also brought to light tensions
between student teachers’ intentions to teach, and their own
attitudes to SE topics and norms within schools. Since the
educational input, however, none had used the participatory
visual methods when teaching about HIV and AIDS during
their teaching practice. Student teachers’ responses indicated
that external factors made it difficult to independently continue
to integrate participatory visual methods and HIV and AIDS
topics into their teaching practice experiences in schools. The
findings from Johnson (2014), and MacEntee (2016) studies
indicate that student teachers’ intentions and the realities of
teaching subjects and using pedagogical approaches in schools do
not always align.

15 articles and responses
from experts did not yield
additional articles.

FIGURE 1 | Flow diagram of systematic review process.

acknowledged that they are dynamically interconnected, and
influence and interact.

Institutional/Programme Level Findings
At a programmatic level, studies revealed variance in the
type of SE provision (core/mandatory and elective), student
teachers receive during ITE. May and Kundert (1996) found that
coursework on SE was reported as part of a mandatory course
by 66% of respondents and as part of an elective course by 14%
of respondents. While McKay and Barrett (1999) reported that
only 15% of the health education programmes in their study
offered mandatory SE training with 26% of programmes offering
an elective component. With regards to the provision of skill
development and training for SE that student teachers received
during ITE, Rodriguez et al. (1997) found that of a potential
169 undergraduate programmes, the majority (i.e., 72%) offered
some training to student teachers in health education: A minority
offered teaching methods courses in SE (i.e., 12%) and HIV/AIDS
prevention education (i.e., 4%). Two of the reviewed studies also
investigated programme time allocated to SE and found that time
spent on SE varied from 3.6 hours (May and Kundert, 1996) to
between 9.6 and 36.2 hours (McKay and Barrett, 1999). While
at an institutional level, Carman et al. (2011) found that eight
of 45 teacher training institutions did not offer any training
in SE and of those that did, 62% offered mandatory, and 38%
elective inputs.
Findings indicate the paucity of SE topics covered across ITE
programme curricula. Rodriguez et al. (1997) reported that 90%

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

Critical Consciousness. The WHO Regional Office for Europe
and BZgA (2017) Training Matters: Framework outlines the
objectives of SE, including “open-mindedness and respect for
others” (p.26). Although SE courses during ITE may be student
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TABLE 5 | Overview of characteristics of reviewed studies.

7

Country

Level of
investigation

Population

Method

Educational
input study

Theoretical
underpinnings and
conceptualization of SE
in educational input
studies

SE topics covered in
educational input
studies

WHO Regional Office for
Europe and BZgA (2017)
competencies
addressed

Brown (2016)

South Africa

Programmatic
and student

N = 86. Student teachers
specializing in Life Orientation in
ITE. Sixty-three of “White
Afrikaner descent,” 15 of
“Colored descent” and 8 of
“African descent.”

Open ended questions,
narrative and drawing
responses collected.

Elective course,
reports on a
once off guest
lecture.

Critical and intersectional
approach informed by
Freire’s (2001) pedagogy of
oppression. SE
conceptualized within the
life orientation curriculum
with a focus on Human
immunodeficiencies viruses
(HIV) and acquired immune
deficiency syndrome (AIDS)

Topic being addressed
is that of a woman’s
lived experience with
HIV. A critical
intersectional approach
was adopted to
investigate this topic as
it relates to race, class
and gender.

Knowledge and attitudes

Carman et al.
(2011)

Australia

Institution and
programmatic

45 Teacher training institutions
were reviewed

Desk research, phone
interviews and review of
course handbook and
unit information.
Content analysis

NA

NA

NA

Knowledge

Goldman and
Coleman
(2013)

Australia

Programmatic
and student

N = 6 (3 female, 3 male), aged
21 and of Australian
background. Fourth- year
Bachelor of Education (Primary)
student-teachers at an urban
university in Queensland

Analyses of educational
life trajectories, using
biographical stories
(interviews)

NA

NA

NA

Knowledge predominantly.
Outcomes also reflect
attitudes and skills.

Goldman and
Grimbeek
(2016)

Australia

Programmatic
and student

N = 102 (78 females and 24
males). Age
range = 18–48 years (52%
aged 18–21).

Quantitative and
qualitative data collect
via questionnaire.

NA

NA

NA

Knowledge and skills

Gursimsek
(2010)

Turkey

Programmatic
and student

N = 478 (330 female
(intervention: n = 205 and
control: n = 125), 148 males
(Intervention: n = 97 and
control: n = 51). Student
teachers. Age range 19—23
(M = 21.59). 12% from rural
background, 16% from small
town and 72% from large
metropolitan area.

Quasi-experimental
design. Quantitative
questionnaires

“Sexual Health
Education”elective course
completed over
one semester
(14 weeks,
2–3- h
sessions)

A holistic approach was
inferred.

Topics covered
included sexual beliefs
and values, culture and
sexuality, sexual identity
formation, sexual
development at
childhood and
adolescence, sexual life
and relations,
contraceptive methods,
sexually transmitted
diseases, substance
use and risky
behaviors, sexual
violence, and
decision-making skills.

Attitudes
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Country

Level of
investigation

Population

Method

Educational
input study

Theoretical
underpinnings and
conceptualization of SE
in educational input
studies

SE topics covered in
educational input
studies

Harrison and
Ollis (2015)

Australia

Programmatic

N = 5 (2 females, 3 males)

Open ended
questionnaires

“Teaching
Sexuality
Education in
the Middle
Years”- elective
6- day intensive
or 6-day course
over 6 weeks.

A critical feminist
post-structuralist, sex
positive approach was
adopted informed by the
work of Foucault and
Connell

Predominantly knowledge
Topics included
parameters for inclusive and skills; to a lesser extent
and safe classrooms,
attitude.
current research, policy
and practice, sex,
sexuality and gender as
lens for teaching about
SE, SE pedagogies,
impact and implications
of the discourses
currently used to teach
SE, using discourse
analysis to teach,
pedagogies for
teaching puberty and
reproduction, best
practice
frameworks/policies/planning,
teaching about gender
and sexuality, gender
and sexual diversity,
understanding and
teaching about
heteronormativity and
inclusive practice,
gender and power,
gender-based
violence/consent,
pornography, sex
positive approaches
into practice,
communication/respectful
relationships, whole
school approaches,
resource modification
and/or development
assessment.

WHO Regional Office for
Europe and BZgA (2017)
competencies
addressed
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Theoretical
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conceptualization of SE
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studies

WHO Regional Office for
Europe and BZgA (2017)
competencies
addressed

Johnson
(2014)

South Africa

Institution,
programmatic
and student

N = 35

Focus group, semi
structured interviews,
and documentary
analysis.

NA

NA

NA

Predominantly attitudes,
some overlap with
knowledge and skills

MacEntee
(2016)

South Africa

Programmatic
and student

N = 3 (1 male, 2 female). Male
participant was a qualified
teacher. Female participants
were student teachers.

Individual interviews
using photographic
prompt.

Youth as
Knowledge
Producers
(YAKP)- elective
course, took
place from
2008 to 2010.

Conceptualized within the
life orientation curriculum
with a particular focus on
HIV and AIDS.

Topic covered referred
to HIV and AIDS.

Knowledge and skills

May and
Kundert
(1996)

Not
specified

Programmatic

258 questionnaires returned

Postcard surveys

NA

NA

NA

Knowledge

McKay and
Barrett (1999)

Canada

Institution and
programmatic

66 respondents reported on 84
programmes.

Cross-sectional
questionnaire

NA

NA

NA

Knowledge

Ollis (2016)

Australia

Programmatic
and student

N = 42 (26 female, 16 male).
Student teachers.
Predominately 20 years, white,
middleclass and drawn from
the Deakin University
catchment area.

Open ended
questionnaires.

“Teaching
Sexuality
Education in
the Middle
Years”- elective
6- day intensive
or 6-day course
over 6 weeks.

A critical feminist
post-structuralist, sex
positive approach was
adopted informed by the
work of Foucault and
Connell.

see Harrison and Ollis,
2015

Not explicitly one aspect.
Research covered topics
and integrated the
competencies of
knowledge, attitudes, and
skills.

Rodriguez
et al. (1997)

United States Institution and
Programmatic

169 institutions responded.

Document content
analysis.

NA

NA

NA

Knowledge and to a lesser
extent skills.

Sinkinson
(2009)

New Zealand Programmatic
and student

N = 323. Student teachers (255
females, 67 males) completed
time 1 survey. 63% Pakeha
(New Zealand– European), 9%
Maori, 21% Pasifika (Pacific
Island origin), and 8% “other”
ethnic origin. Enrolled in early
childhood, primary and
secondary teacher education
programmes. 34% were
20 years and younger, 41%
were aged 21–30, and 24%
aged 30 + years. N = 235
completed time 2 survey.
Volunteers from those who had
completed time 1 survey made
up six focus groups of between
6 and 12 participants.

Quantitative
questionnaires.
Interview data (focus
groups and one on one
interviews)

Introductory
compulsory
course
(completed in
first year) and a
specialist,
elective health
education
course
(completed in
the third year).

CSE approach Adopted
conceptualized within an
introductory health
education framework and a
specialist health education
course.

Introductory course
“included small
components of
sexuality education” (p.
423). Third-year
specialist course
included mental health
education, child
protection education
and SE.

Knowledge, attitudes, and
skills.
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Sinkinson
and Hughes
(2008)

Vavrus (2009)

Level of
investigation

10

Method

Educational
input study

Theoretical
underpinnings and
conceptualization of SE
in educational input
studies

SE topics covered in
educational input
studies

WHO Regional Office for
Europe and BZgA (2017)
competencies
addressed

New Zealand Student

N = 295 (Quantitative study).
N = 61 (Qualitative study. Three
focus groups established
through purposive sampling;
Early Childhood (n = 12), Pacific
Island (n = 10) and Male
(n = 12). Remaining volunteers
(n = 27) were randomly
assigned across three focus
groups).

Open ended
questionnaires

NA

NA

NA

Knowledge and attitudes

Not
specified

N = 38 (20 female, 18 male).
Student teachers.

Autoethnographies

Critical teacher
Conceptualized within a
multicultural curriculum.
education
multicultural
Informed by queer theory
curriculum—
and the work of teacher
18 h covered
educators Asher, Gust and
over three
MacIntosh who adopted a
weeks,
“queering” approach to
seminars,
curriculum
lectures/workshops,
ethnographic
observations
and guided
ethnographic
narratives.

Texts, chapters, videos
included in curriculum:
Sexuality, gender and
schooling (Kehily,
2002), Beyond diversity
day: A Q&A on gay and
lesbian issues in
schools (Lipkin, 2004),
“Revisioning
multiculturalism in
teacher education: isn’t
it queer?” (Letts, 2002),
and “Heterosexism in
middle schools”
(Mandel and
Shakeshaft, 2000). The
history of sex (Milio
et al., 1999/2002),
Oliver Button is a star
(Hunt, 2001), The war
on boys (Whidbey
Films, 1999). Topics
covered included
gender roles and
homophobia and
differences between
technocratic SE and
critically informed SE.

Knowledge, attitudes, and
skills.

Programmatic
and student
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in examining student teachers teaching of SE. Through this
experience, they identified that the educational input had been
insufficient in providing student teachers with the opportunity
to reflect on a critical approach to gender and sexuality,
and to develop the pedagogical skills to teach SE from a
critical perspective.
Vavrus (2009) suggested that, given the level of fear
acknowledged by student teachers around teaching SE,
interventions and programmes should provide structured
opportunities for student teachers to construct lesson plans
that critically address gender identity and sexuality in
developmentally appropriate ways. Vavrus (2009) further
suggests that instruction on conducting discussions related
to gender identity and sexuality, and strategies to respond to
homophobic and sexist discourse should also be provided.
Participants in Brown’s (2016) study similarly reported that they
would have liked to have had more opportunities to familiarize
themselves with facilitating visual participatory methods when
teaching about SE topics such as HIV and AIDS.

teachers’ first exposure to issues of sexual and gender equality,
for example, critiques of hetero-normativity (Vavrus, 2009) and
introductions to critical feminist discourses (Harrison and Ollis,
2015), findings from several of the studies (Sinkinson, 2009;
Vavrus, 2009; Harrison and Ollis, 2015), indicated that the SE
programmes offered during ITE may be insufficient in developing
student teachers’ critical consciousness—the ability to recognize
and analyze wider social and cultural systems of inequality and
the commitment to take action to address such inequalities.
Vavrus (2009) found student teachers expressed varying
degrees of critical consciousness as a result of completing a
multi-cultural curriculum and assignment. While Harrison and
Ollis’s (2015) examination of micro-teaching lessons indicated
that completion of an educational input on SE from a feminist,
post-structuralist perspective did not suffice in increasing student
teachers’ understanding of gender/power relations but rather
brought to light the challenges of employing such a perspective.
Similarly, Sinkinson (2009) reported a noticeable lack of
development of criticality regarding socio-cultural perspectives
of SE from the completion of an introductory health education
course (2004, first year) to the completion of a specialist health
education course (2006, third year). Finally, albeit difficult to
generalize given the study’s small sample size, Brown (2016)
reported that experiential pedagogical approaches, through
inclusion of a guest speaker living with HIV, and employment of a
critical, creative arts-based pedagogical strategy offered a critical
lens through which student teachers moved from a position of
stigmatization toward one of understanding and compassion.

Learning Environment. MacEntee’s (2016) study provides
provisional support for the use of workshops in learning about
HIV and AIDS. Student teachers (Goldman and Grimbeek, 2016)
and course providers (Johnson, 2014), indicated preferences for
the use of tutorial groups, small group face-to-face discussion,
and case studies when teaching about SE. In both studies, these
approaches were associated with creating less threatening, and
more comfortable environments for student teachers to engage
with topics on a personal level. Across studies, student teachers
remarked that respect and acceptance of other people’s views and
opinions were critical to ensure that the environment in which SE
provision takes place is safe. These views are aligned with two of
the overarching skills outlined by the WHO Regional Office for
Europe and BZgA (2017); the “ability to use interactive teaching
and learning approaches” and the “ability to create and maintain
a safe, inclusive and enabling environment” (p. 28). In relation
to assessment of SE at ITE, Goldman and Grimbeek (2016)
found that student teachers had a preference for group-based
assessments, independent research, and self-assessment.
Consistent with the WHO Regional Office for Europe and
BZgA (2017) Training Matters: Framework of Core Competencies
for Sexuality Educators, sexuality educators should “be able
to use a wide range of interactive and participatory studentcentered approaches” (p. 28). These findings indicate that the
creation of interactive and participatory learning environments
is conducive to SE at ITE level. The opportunity to engage
in these types of learning environments and student teachers’
positive perceptions of these learning environments may have
consequences for the classroom environment which student
teachers subsequently create.

Factors Associated With Student Teachers’ Skills Regarding
Sexuality Education Topics
With regards to student teachers’ skills, or potential skill
development during ITE, several aspects of ITE were identified
as significant in relation to the acquisition of the required skills
to teach SE. These included the pedagogical approaches adopted
during ITE; the learning environment; opportunities for practical
teaching experience, and critical self- reflection.
Pedagogical
Approaches
and
Practical
Teaching
Experiences. Seven of the studies reviewed examined aspects of
pedagogical approaches to teaching SE (Rodriguez et al., 1997;
Sinkinson and Hughes, 2008; Sinkinson, 2009; Carman et al.,
2011; Goldman and Coleman, 2013; Johnson, 2014; Goldman
and Grimbeek, 2016). Goldman and Coleman (2013) reported
that their small sample of six student teachers indicated that
they learned very little regarding knowledge and pedagogical
approaches specific to SE during ITE. Sinkinson (2009),
however, found that student teachers identified co- constructivist
pedagogical approaches as being important when teaching
SE. Student teacher participants in MacEntee’s (2016) study
indicated that the use of participatory visual methods was a novel
and thought-provoking way to learn about HIV and AIDS.
Several of the studies indicated the need for opportunities
for student teachers to teach and develop the skills to teach SE.
Harrison and Ollis (2015) article was the sole study to report
on the evaluation of the potential pedagogical skills student
teachers had acquired following the completion of SE input.
Their examination of micro-teaching lessons indicated the value
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Critical Self-Reflection. The ability of sexuality educators to
reflect on beliefs and values is a vital skill, according to WHO
Regional Office for Europe and BZgA (2017). The reviewed
studies consistently cited the importance of self-reflection in SE
provision during ITE. Vavrus (2009) found that self-reflection
was critical to the development of a more understanding, and
empathetic, approach to teaching. Harrison and Ollis (2015)
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sexuality and gender identity. Responses also indicated challenges
for student teachers regarding empathy; fears on how to respond
to issues of sexuality and gender identity; lack of experience;
feeling unprepared; and fear of reprisal for working outside
traditional norms. Cognitive dissonance between the knowledge
student teachers acquired about sexuality issues during ITE, and
their personal and familial belief system in Johnson’s (2014)
study was associated with discomfort for student teachers. Thus,
findings from Vavrus’s (2009) and Johnson’s (2014) studies
indicate that, although ITE had provided student teachers
with knowledge on SE topics, wider socio-cultural/systemic
factors may influence student teachers’ confidence or comfort to
integrate or apply this knowledge outside of the ITE context.
A lack of student teacher knowledge about SE topics, especially
with regards to “non- normative” areas, such as HIV/AIDS,
was reported by Brown (2016) as associated with “othering”
and discomfort regarding teaching SE content. Ollis (2016)
reported the discomfort student teachers’ experience with topics
on sexual pleasure and observed that engagement in teaching a
20-minute lesson on a positive sexual development theme—such
as pleasure—resulted in increased confidence and skill to discuss
sexual pleasure, orgasm, and ethical sex. The topic of student
teachers’ comfort and confidence provides a prime example of the
interaction of all three competency areas; knowledge, attitudes,
and skills in relation to SE. Furthermore, the findings highlight
that a more systemic consideration of these competency areas
and teachers’ comfort and confidence to teach SE beyond the ITE
context to the lived experience of school contexts, is warranted.

emphasized the need to support teachers in the development of
reflective practices. Ollis (2016) concluded that the opportunity
for self-reflection would impact on student teachers’ intention to
include pedagogies of pleasure in their practice. Johnson’s (2014)
study indicated that engagement in reflection regarding the self
and others, helped students to develop a better understanding of
their own beliefs and assumptions. The findings from Johnson’s
study, however, also show that increased opportunity for selfreflection, and exposure to critical interpretations of content, do
not necessarily transfer to teaching behaviours. Gursimsek (2010)
recommended the inclusion of critical self-reflection components
on future SE courses as it was suggested that components would
assist student teachers in clarifying their own social and sexual
values, life experiences, and learning histories. This clarification
then assists, and supports, maturation in terms of attitudes,
beliefs, knowledge as they relate to sexuality. Collectively, these
findings indicate that teaching in ITE needs to provide safe spaces
for self-reflection on the part of student teachers—and honest
engagement with others.

Factors Associated With Student Teachers’ Knowledge
Regarding Sexuality Education Topics
Two of the reviewed studies explored the topics student
teachers perceived as important for school students to learn
about, and the topics they themselves would like to study
during ITE. Sinkinson and Hughes (2008) found that, of the
aspects of health education student teachers prioritized for
school students, the most important were mental health (62%);
aspects of sexuality (61.2%); and drugs and alcohol (46.8%).
Mental health included “personal development, relationships,
emotional health and essential skill development such as decision
making” (p. 1079). Student teachers’ responses indicate that
they saw personal and interpersonal topics as important aspects
of health education. Goldman and Grimbeek (2016) reported
that, during ITE on SE, student teachers would most prefer to
have social, psychological, and developmental factors associated
with student/learner puberty and sexuality addressed. Older
student teachers—those in the 22–48 year-old age range—were
significantly more likely than their younger student teachers
to strongly rate preferences for knowledge about wider sociocultural contextual factors.

DISCUSSION
Overview of Findings
This systematic review sought to investigate the empirical
literature on SE provision with student teachers during
ITE. Fifteen articles, reporting on thirteen studies, from
predominantly Western, English-speaking contexts met the
criteria for review. The findings reveal the varied nature of the
provision of SE during ITE for student teachers (Rodriguez et al.,
1997; McKay and Barrett, 1999; Carman et al., 2011). This is
consistent with the findings of O’Brien et al.’s (2020) systematic
review which similarly found variability in the provision of SE
for student teachers. The current reviewed studies document
an examination of SE provision at institutional/programme
level, and individual student teacher level. The latter studies,
in the main, reflected student teachers’ experiences regarding
a particular educational input on SE, and to a lesser extent
related to an examination of student teachers’ general knowledge,
attitudes, or skills regarding SE.
Along with the acknowledged need to provide educational
input on SE in ITE, the findings reflect that SE is perceived of as
more than a stand-alone curriculum subject. Recommendations
from the reviewed studies in respect of educational input provide
some support for a more embedded and intersectional approach
to SE provision during ITE. Similarly, O’Brien et al.’s (2020)
systematic review emphasized the need for greater collaboration,
integration and consistency in provision of SE at ITE. ITE in

Student Teachers’ Confidence and Comfort to Teach Sexuality
Education. Four of the studies reviewed reported student
teachers’ comfort and confidence in teaching SE (Sinkinson, 2009;
Vavrus, 2009; Johnson, 2014; Ollis, 2016). Student teachers in
Sinkinson’s (2009) study suggested that increases in knowledge
and learning about SE topics increased comfort levels and
intention to teach SE. Student teachers suggested that the
opportunity to listen, learn, and discuss topics in an open
environment reduced their embarrassment in discussing SE
issues. These opportunities increased their comfort for answering
pupils’ questions, and using language that they had previously
considered taboo (Sinkinson, 2009). Vavrus (2009) reported
that having completed the educational input on SE, all student
teachers felt they would create an open and safe space for
students. Some student teachers reported confidence in their
ability to create content, and think of topics to cover, relating to
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experiential and participatory learning techniques for SE (e.g.,
United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation
[UNESCO], 2018; Begley et al., 2022). A lack of practical
teaching experience was acknowledged by student teachers as
a barrier to teaching SE topics (e.g., Vavrus, 2009; MacEntee,
2016). Given the reported (Ollis, 2016), and potential (Vavrus,
2009) benefits from engaging in the practice of teaching SE
the inclusion of skills-based and practical teaching experience
of SE or its proxy as a minimum, within the ITE context
may be warranted.
There were some notable absences from the literature
reviewed. Although there are examples of research in this
review which refer to positive SE topics such as pleasure, sexual
orientation, and gender identity, the studies in the main do
not reflect an examination of topics fundamental to a CSE
curriculum. Studies did not consider or examine the impact
of the Internet and social media in relation to SE. Apart
from May and Kundert’s (1996) study, the research did not
reflect consideration of the provision of SE for students with
diverse learning abilities and needs. Some studies considered
correlational factors pertaining to student teachers’ attitudes
regarding SE. These included gender, geographical location of
upbringing (Gursimsek, 2010), and student teachers’ previous
school experiences of SE (Sinkinson and Hughes, 2008; Vavrus,
2009). Overall, in the studies reviewed there was a dearth
of research on student teachers’ attitudes about SE, and
the inter-dependence of factors that may influence student
teachers’ attitudes.
Given that this field of research is in its relative infancy,
the findings which may be inferred from the educational
input studies (Sinkinson, 2009; Vavrus, 2009; Gursimsek, 2010;
Harrison and Ollis, 2015; Brown, 2016; MacEntee, 2016; Ollis,
2016), are tentative. These studies are generally informative
regarding a particular topic or educational input but tend not
to shed light on student teachers’ experiences. Furthermore, the
findings from Carman et al.’s (2011) and Johnson’s (2014) studies,
highlight the role of teacher educators in relation to SE provision
being taught during ITE. Teacher educators provide vital support
and facilitate new understandings and guidance in the context
of SE and teacher professional development. Consistent with
O’Brien et al. (2020), this review highlights the need to promote
greater shared learning and evidence-based resources among
teacher educators and ITE institutions.

SE is typically seen within the realm of student teachers who
are going to qualify as health educators, however, there is a
strong argument to make that all pre-service teachers require a
fundamental understanding of SE. With regards to the current
review, for example, Vavrus (2009) concluded that there is a
need for teacher education programmes that extend curricular
attention to gender identity formation and sexuality, beyond
specific SE modules, as it was suggested that this will help student
teachers better understand socio-cultural factors that influence
their teacher identities. Harrison and Ollis (2015) acknowledged
that—as student teachers may not have engaged with critical
approaches to material previously and may not have been
provided with adequate time to consider these interpretations of
gender and power—programmes over an extended period of time
and engagement with these topics across the curriculum may
facilitate increased engagement and reflection on this content.
The findings provide some support that more time invested
in educational input programmes may be beneficial. Courses
covered over a semester (Sinkinson, 2009; Gursimsek, 2010), for
example, may be more beneficial than those covered over much
shorter periods (Harrison and Ollis, 2015; Ollis, 2016).
The WHO Regional Office for Europe and BZgA (2017)
states that an important pre-requisite to teaching SE is the
ability and willingness of teachers to reflect on their own
attitudes toward sexuality, and social norms of sexuality. Sexual
Attitudes Reassessment or values clarification has been an
integral part of sexology education and training since the 1990s
(Sitron and Dyson, 2009). Indeed, many accreditation bodies
set a minimum number of hours in this process-orientated
exploration as a requirement for sexology or sexuality education
work (Areskoug-Josefsson and Lindroth, 2022). This involves
a highly personal internal exploration that is directed toward
helping participants to clarify their personal values and provides
opportunities for participants to explore their attitudes, values,
feelings and beliefs about sexuality and how these impact
on their professional interactions (Sitron and Dyson, 2009).
This type of input would be valuable in the ITE space. The
current findings indicate that educational inputs which facilitate
self-reflection and the development of critical consciousness
may be particularly beneficial and necessary in supporting
student teachers to teach SE. Having the space and time to
engage with one’s own belief systems, and experiences, can
provide student teachers with insights regarding factors that
shape identity and human interaction, which are fundamental
to comprehensive SE. This is an important task for teachers
and previously has been identified as a gap within existing
teacher education programmes (Kincheloe, 2005, as cited in
Vavrus, 2009).
With regards to pedagogical approaches for teaching SE
during ITE, the findings indicate that the use of tutorial groups,
small group face-to-face discussions, case studies, participatory
visual methods, and the inclusion of guest speakers sharing
their lived experiences may create less threatening, and more
comfortable, environments for student teachers to engage with
SE topics on a personal level (Johnson, 2014; Brown, 2016;
Goldman and Grimbeek, 2016; MacEntee, 2016). These findings
are somewhat consistent with existing evidence that supports
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Limitations
This systematic review should be considered in light of its
limitations. There is inherent risk of bias across studies given
that only peer reviewed articles written in English were reported
on. Consequently, a wealth of potential research may have
been precluded from review and the findings of the studies
will pertain to and potentially reflect the experiences of those
in the global north and/or a Westernized view. The exclusion
of grey literature such as dissertations and theoretical papers
is indicative of publication bias. The very process of selecting
inclusion and exclusion criteria is subjective and may facilitate
the exclusion of minority voices, or creative methodologies for
conducting and or presenting research. Through the exclusion
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of position papers or articles that do not make reference to
empirical data, important voices to this conversation may have
been limited/excluded.
Findings were discussed in relation to the competencies
outlined by the WHO Regional Office for Europe and BZgA
(2017). Although an international standard for SE, there are
limitations to these guidelines. Our understanding of the
provision of SE is continuously developing. In 2019, the Sex
Information and Education Council of Canada (SIECCAN)
updated their guidelines to include an emphasis on changing
demographics in relation to sexual health, the need for sexual
health educators to demonstrate awareness of the impact of
colonialism on the sexual health and well-being of indigenous
people, to recognize the impact of technology on sexual health
education, to meet the needs of young people of all identities and
sexual orientations, and the need to address the topic of consent
within sex education. These aspects of SE are not reflected in the
WHO Regional Office for Europe and BZgA (2017) guidelines,
nor are they reflected in the studies reviewed. This is indicative
of the dynamic and complex nature of the field of SE and
specifically in ITE.
Given the design of the studies we cannot conclude that
ITE experiences translate to teachers’ SE teaching practice.
Some studies provided examples of the barriers student
teachers can face in the translation of ITE experiences to
classroom experiences (e.g., MacEntee, 2016). However, other
than MacEntee (2016), examples of research with both student
teachers and in-service teachers were not identified nor were
longitudinal studies examining the progression from ITE to
classroom experiences. Notably, upon screening the abstracts, the
literature tended to assess SE received by medical and health
care professionals, and there were far less examples regarding
research with teachers in general and as may be garnered
from this systematic review, a very limited amount of research
conducted with student teachers in ITE. As ITE programmes
do not routinely publish their course content, there is also
a chance that such professional learning and development is
being provided but not being reported. Furthermore, given that
research on SE within an ITE context is a relatively novel
field, diverse methodological approaches have been adopted
and there appears to be limited reporting of the theoretical
basis informing on this work which has implications for
cross-study synthesis of findings. The studies included in this
systematic review, predominantly employed qualitative designs
and consequently were more idiosyncratic in their selected
methodological approach.

of teacher preparation must involve actively addressing issues
that are linked to teacher confidence and comfort for delivering
SE. The reviewed studies broadly indicate that opportunities
for critical self-reflection, practice-oriented and small-group,
dialogical, inclusive and participatory pedagogical approaches
may be beneficial to adopt with regards to the provision of
SE during ITE, however, further robust research is required
to support this.
Larger scale, multi-dimensional, integrative studies employing
rigorous methodologies to assess inter alia student teachers’
knowledge, attitudes, and skills, regarding sexuality during ITE
including student teachers’ knowledge, comfort, confidence and
preparedness to teach sexuality are warranted. Furthermore,
research which is inclusive of both student teachers’ and teacher
educators’ voices, is needed.
Adoption of a systemic approach examining individual-level
and contextual factors relating to SE provision during ITE is
needed to develop theoretically derived, research-informed, and
evidence-based SE programmes at ITE. In order to improve the
provision of SE at ITE an evaluation of provision must be in place
for best practice to be achieved.
ITE provision needs to adopt a holistic approach when
supporting teacher development. As documented by the WHO
Regional Office for Europe and BZgA (2017) guidelines, this
involves supporting the development and acquisition of relevant
knowledge, attitudes and skills pertaining to SE. Although ITE
in SE often focuses on student teachers who will qualify as
health educators, it can be argued that all pre-service teachers
require a fundamental understanding of SE. Furthermore, the
SE provided during ITE should be nuanced to support LGBTI
students, students with special educational needs and/or from
diverse racial and cultural backgrounds (Whitten and Sethna,
2014; Ellis and Bentham, 2021; Michielsen and Brockschmidt,
2021). A series of indicators to assess the relevant factors
pertaining to SE provision and how these indicators relate
to the knowledge, attitudes, and skills required for sexuality
educators would be helpful. Monitoring and evaluation of
structural indicators such as the designated SE components of
course programmes, whether courses are elective or core, whether
practice elements are provided etc. would provide a baseline from
which system change and improvements could be measured. This
systematic review has provided tentative suggestions as to what
may work to ensure best practice of SE during ITE. Further
research is required to evaluate the outcomes associated with
their implementation.
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APPENDIX A
Explanation of MMAT categorization (Hong et al., 2018).
Qualitative

Quantitative
non-randomized

1.1

Appropriate approach

3.1

Participants representative of population

1.2

Adequate data collection method

3.2

Measurements appropriate to outcome/intervention

1.3

Findings derived from data

3.3

Complete outcome data

1.4

Data substantiates interpretation

3.4

Confounders accounted for

1.5

Coherence between data sources, collection,
analysis and interpretation

3.5

Intervention administered as intended

Quantitative descriptive

Mixed methods
(MM)

4.1

Relevant sampling strategy

5.1

Adequate rationale for MM design

4.2

Sample representative of population

5.2

Components successfully integrated

4.3

Appropriate measurements

5.3

Outputs of integration adequately interpreted

4.4

Low risk of non-response bias

5.4

Divergences and inconsistencies between
quantitative and qualitative results adequately
addressed

4.5

Appropriate statistical analysis

5.5

Components of the study adhere to the quality
criteria
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